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In our globalised and hypertexual world, representations of curriculum reform are
highly visual. The material world of these practices can be analysed through visual
research methods. This paper is a pretext developed to explain the elements of the
visual and intertextual approaches that can be applied in researching inclusive
education through a curriculum focus. The pretext selectively situates recent
developments in educational research that use visual methods as a part of the
overall quest for ongoing conceptual and professional improvement of
understanding a curriculum for all through practitioner and small-scale research.
Keywords: curriculum and instruction; inclusive education; education policy
Introduction
Over the past two decades, the use of visual methods in educational research, parallel-
ing the rapid growth and renewed interest in the social science community, is receiv-
ing greater attention. This paper is a pretext developed to explain the various elements
of the visual and intertextual approaches that are applied in the companion article that
follows in this volume. I introduce readers to the wider literature that is informing the
development of visual methods in educational and curriculum research in particular.
In the pretext, two purposes are addressed. First, I justify how visual and intertextual
methods are contributing to the methodological practice of qualitative research and
curriculum inquiry; and second, I illustrate how making more schools inclusive and an
education for all are caught in the regulatory discourses of official curriculum and
knowledge production. The companion paper is an example of the method at work.
Visuality (Mirzoeff 2006) is making a growing contribution to the methodological
practice of qualitative research. Despite support over the past 25 years for visual
approaches, the use of visual methods in educational research remains emergent. My
interests lie in the development of methodologies for improving small-scale research
typically designed by a single researcher aiming to address the analogous issues of
school reform and inclusive curriculum. As Freebody (2003) argues, qualitative
researchers have ‘as opportunity and responsibility, the task of examining all of their
data to explore the quality of diversity they encounter there’ (41) and ‘to ensure that
the phenomenon as it is observed is not artificially disentangled from these life giving
histories’ (42).
*Email: j.moss@unimelb.edu.au
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380  J. Moss
Contemporary curriculum research and an education for all
With research assessment exercises entering the policy and practice discourses of
higher education, ‘a resurgence of neopositivist influenced and derived approaches’
(Cheek 2007, 1053) to research has occurred. The ongoing issues of research quality
and the wider questioning of what constitutes educational research could be viewed as
insurmountable barriers for the development and pursuit of innovation in qualitative
research. Given the climate and lack of accessible published examples of post-
paradigm methodologies, novice and early career researchers are often advised to
design a study that aligns with familiar methods. In the field of inclusive schooling,
there remain strong arguments for developing methods that are responsive to what
Julie Allan describes as a failure of education to put constructs of ‘hybridity’ to work
(Allan 2004, 418).
Long advocated in the education research community is the contribution and
systematic recognition of the experience of participants the better to understand and
interpret teaching and research situations. Teacher research or classroom research is
achieved through the empirical monitoring and documentation of learning events by
both teachers and researchers and has the potential to lead to critical self-evaluation
and appropriate revision of methodologies (Clough 1988; Kemmis 1995; Loughran
and Russell 2007). Clough (1988) over two decades ago suggested that understand-
ings of difference require: 
the framing of problems in the whole context in which they are noticed; such a frame
will recognise the relevance and aims and organisational structures of the particular
institutions quite as much as the needs, motivations and intentions of all the individuals
under study. (336)
The challenge noted by Clough to understand our contexts, organisational cultures and
the contributions of the social actors remains, particularly for education researchers
who seek to design small-scale research. The degree of criticality and methodological
revisions argued for by Clough are practised and sustained, but with reservations. An
ambivalent academy continues to question the contribution of small-scale research
conducted by professionals. As Noffke (2008) notes: ‘(r)esearch by and with teachers
has challenged the traditional work of academically based researchers and even the
very foundation of academic culture’ (430).
Through my research and practice I have understood inclusive schooling as: 
a ‘cultural story’ with a history, as archaeology. I argue there are disparate voices, many
layers, multiple meanings and subjectivities. I work as a ‘text’ worker to generate ideas,
and understand how inclusive schooling works: not what it is. (Moss 2003, 69)
I also stress the importance of acknowledging the expressions of justice and civil
values that are entwined in understanding how through curriculum decision-making
and action inclusion and exclusion work in practice.
Inclusion is central to the theorising and lived experience of citizenship.
‘[I]nherent in the concept of citizenship, in any of the three dimensions of the concept:
legal inclusion as a member of a community, shared identities and participation’
(Fearnley-Sander, Moss, and Harbon 2004, 207). Citizenship also has ‘a logic of
equality’ (207). Curriculum in the widest sense amounts to ‘the policies and the
resources marching through the school gates to organize the practice of teaching’
(217).
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Visual methods in educational research
Visual methods and images have played an important role in the development and
understanding of the social construction of reality and social science research more
broadly. Visual methods as with any research method have inherent epistemological
orientations, strengths and weaknesses. Visual researchers use a range of social
science protocols and formats. Visual methods when used in educational research are
often categorised under participatory methods or are used as the overarching structure
and orientation of the study. A critical approach to visual images as conceptualised by
Rose (2001, 15, 16) requires a disposition which:  
● takes images seriously … it is very necessary to look carefully at visual images,
and it is necessary to do so because they are not only reducible to their context.
Visual representations have their own effects,
● thinks about social conditions and effects of visual objects … Cultural practices
like visual representations both depend on and produce social exclusions and
exclusions, and a critical account needs to address both these practices and their
cultural meanings,
● considers your own way of looking at images. If ways of seeing are historically,
geographically, culturally and socially specific, then how you or I look is not
natural or innocent.
In my previous work, I acknowledge the place and subsequently thread together the
everyday artefacts of policy and practice as important data sources in educational
research (Moss 2008). In this work, critical visual methods have created the space to
examine a range of epistemologies that potentially can link curriculum theorising and
action.
Producing visual data: reading the visual
The rapidly developing field of visual culture is an important source for an under-
standing of the social world. As Schirato and Webb (2004) state: ‘visual culture is
most profitably understood as all those visual artefacts, natural forms and ways of
thinking that make up perception in our everyday life, as well as interdisciplinary tech-
nologies of analysis that can be applied to make sense of them’ (6). Visual represen-
tations of curriculum have changed over time. In the twenty-first century, the
dominance of the internet in communicating curriculum and reform messages is very
evident in Western education systems. At one level, the new forms of curriculum
communication are impressive. Semiotic modes that feature images, graphics and
colour communicate an apparent sophistication of new knowledge. Equally, these
codes and forms may constrain teachers as they struggle to interpret the voluminous
proportions of newly created, pixelated, powerful and highly seductive imagery. The
ephemeral and ‘evocative objects’ (Turkle 2007) that exist inside classrooms and
alongside teaching practice; artefacts such as maps, diagrams, PowerPoint presenta-
tions, performances, projections, memories, poems ‘all creations of human culture,
patterned and crafted to fulfil a function … or to communicate something’ (Schirato
and Webb 2004, 3) relay the normative discourses of curriculum production. Visual
culture ‘is as a field of study and a set of ways of understanding these physical and
social phenomena’ (Schirato and Webb 2004, 4). Our ‘new writing’ (Van Leeuwen
2008, 132), texts which integrate writing and image, increasingly blurs the distinction
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382  J. Moss
between the two and, as Van Leeuwen continues, reveals ‘a distinction which only
yesterday seemed so clear cut and obvious’ (132).
As is well established in the field of cultural studies, texts are not simply objects
that retain a singular status as ‘text’ only; rather, they are produced and created.
Educational research has embraced intertextual processes gradually, but in recent
years there has been a heightened interest in applying the analytic potential of visual
methods. These influences in brief can be attributed to:  
● the contribution of narrative and narrative theory, also known as the ‘narrative
paradigm’ (Zeller and Farmer 1999, 15);
● the reconceptualisation of visual sociology, now known as visual culture; and
● influences of globalisation, ‘technoliteracy’ (Lankshear, Green, and Snyder
2001) and ‘the material-semiotic systems of technoscience’ (Haraway 2004,
326).
Each influence is elaborated below, registering the interconnected nature of the above
three factors.
Narrative and narrative theory
Narrative is listed by Denzin (1989) as being a member of ‘a family of terms [that]
combines to shape biographical method’ (27). The acceptance of narrative as a part of
the production of curriculum and teacher professional knowledge emerges from over
20 years of studying teacher knowledge, particularly in North America by Clandinin
and Connelly (Clandinin and Connelly 1999; Clandinin et al. 2006). This research is
grounded in Dewey’s (1938) philosophy that experience and education are inextrica-
bly linked. Narrative forms have been shown in recent years to be powerful in support-
ing practitioners to move from localised efforts to produce rigorous and trustworthy
accounts, particularly when multiple theoretical stances are threaded to these
accounts. Narrative as a field is deeply contested and is constructed and reconstructed
as ‘narrative rationality’ (Zeller and Farmer 1999, 15), ‘narrative after deconstruction’
(Punday 2003) and the many experimental forms of qualitative writing that burgeoned
during the 1990s in, for example, the form of Writing as a form of inquiry (Richardson
2003), autoethnograpy (Ellis and Bochner 1996) and anthropological poetics (Brady
2003). Richardson (1995, 208) argues that narrative provides powerful access to
human experience in five significant ways: the everyday, the autobiographical, the
biographical, the cultural and what she calls the collective story. The cultural story she
writes is significant in that it provides a general understanding of the stock meanings
and their relationship to each other, the process of telling story creates and supports a
social world: 
Cultural stories provide exemplars of lives, heroes, villains and fools as they are embed-
ded in larger cultural and social frameworks, as well as stories about home, community,
society and human kind … The cultural story is told from the point of view of ruling
interests and the normative order bears a narrative kinship to functionalism. (Richardson
1995, 211–12)
Narrative, as Punday (2003) points to ‘elicited an ambivalent response as a model
for knowing’ (4). Whether narrative implies ‘totality and seamlessness’ or ‘a more
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open-ended and tentative form of discourse in which the writer is evident’ (4), narra-
tive weaves a thick cultural fabric, pieces that can be used for our conversations, crit-
ical analysis and deconstruction. Dorothy Smith explains the interaction between text
and world as follows: 
When we embed the language game of sociological description and the language game
of its original in the every day world, a double relation comes into view. The categories
of political economy or of the conceptual frameworks and categories of sociology are
embedded in the relevant discourse … The terms are integral to the original social rela-
tions … they are inserted into the practices of a discourse that makes those original social
relations the objects of its inquiry. (Smith 1990, 99)
Narrative potentially ‘might be exploited to produce texts that better foreground open-
ness’ (Punday 2003, 10). The latter quality and promulgation of ‘a double relation’
suggested by Smith (1999, 99) has been taken up, but probably is not well or widely
understood outside by the field of visual culture, the second of the threads that has
contributed to the relocation of the boundaries of educational research.
Visual culture in education research
The use of visual mediums has been described as image-based research (Prosser
1998), visual ethnography (Pink 2001), visual methodologies (Rose 2001) and visual
methods (Banks 2001). The emergence of visual methods in education appears in the
now considered seminal book Image Based Research: A Source Book for Qualitative
Researchers (1998) by Jon Prosser. Image-based research, as Prosser notes, is more
widely used in sociological than in educational research and has made an important
contribution to ways that dominant narratives can be questioned.
Image-based research offers the educational researcher a further source of inquiry
and another dimension to understand social change. What is very evident from current
educational research practice is that despite the recognition and promise of this inno-
vative work, opened up to the educational research community well over 25 years ago;
visual methods have not taken hold (Fischman 2001). Further, this way of knowing is
infrequently used in graduate research preparation or classroom-based research.
Fischman, supporting this argument, states ‘(t)he reliance on words and numbers
among educational researchers and the general tendency of dismissing images is
generalised across academic traditions, theoretical traditions, and research methods’
(28).
For the purposes of a brief pretext and introduction to visual methods, it is proba-
bly sufficient to assert that visuality proves the researcher with a ‘timebased medium,
[a] series of connected and dispersed lines, crossing time and space … a network’
(Mirzoeff 2006, 76) and a politics of representation, ‘time as lived, not synchronically
or diachronically, but in its multiplicities and simultaneities, its presences and
absences’ (Mbembe 2001, 8, original emphasis, cited in Mirzoeff 2006, 76).
Social relations are now lived out and caught in the multivocality of time/space
compressions, exceeded and complicated by the impact of globalisation. As Rinnie
(2008) points out ‘the traditional idea of meritocratic competition is challenged by
globalisation and by the new standard setting of the supranational organisations, and
nation-states are losing their power to define standards and to control the key features
of educational selection’ (665). Visual studies of a curriculum for all provides
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384  J. Moss
researchers with approaches that are refashioned by hybridity, heeding the context that
Rinnie foregrounds and the earlier cited concerns of Freebody (2003), who suggests
that qualitative researchers should ensure that the phenomenon under study is not
observed or artificially disentangled from the life giving histories.
The influences of globalisation, ‘technoliteracy’ and ‘technoscience’
Globalisation along with the ever-present information and communication technolo-
gies have created and changed the spaces for doing education research. Since the
emergence of the internet in the early 1990s, we have lived in a world where knowl-
edge production, its use and over proliferation surround us. Terms such as electronic
literacy, digital literacy, technological literacy, technoliteracy, multimodal literacies
and multiliteracies (Snyder, Jones, and Lo Bianco 2005, 5) are never static and are
sources of rapidly morphing knowledges. Throughout our late twentieth- and early
twenty-first-century diaspora, as we live out postmodern, or the ‘post post modern’
(Lather 2006, 37), we have a complex and challenging array of methodological
possibilities that we can relay and signal to education researchers. The places for
doing research; the online learning environment; international collaborations that
involve perspectives gathered from multiple countries with researchers barely
required to meet face-to-face; researching alongside video gamers; mobile phone text
messagers; internet users; bloggers or the Wiki community are ready made for educa-
tional researchers.
Likewise, these previously unknown sites are producing an array of research prob-
lems that raise daunting methodological and ethical and issues. As Rizvi, Lingard, and
Lavia (2006) note the ‘contemporary material conditions characterized by the global
movement of capital, people and ideas … no longer follow the familiar one-way colo-
nial path from the centre to the periphery, but involve more complicated flows and
networks of power’ (254).
Inclusive education, curriculum conceptions and visuality
Over the past 30 years, critical curriculum research and scholarship has worked to
mobilise and demobilise constructions of the achievement gap, social reproduction,
cultural capital, the official curriculum and knowledge production. The issues of
curriculum hegemony and research that reify rather than reconceptualise curriculum
conceptions are the background to the wider struggles that teachers experience in the
classroom as they aim to develop a curriculum for all. Curriculum research with a
handful of exceptions is produced through conventional academic discourses.
Educational research as has already been stated has been slow to take up the genera-
tive possibilities of image and text-based research.
Changing longstanding cultural processes, reviewing taken-for-granted ideologi-
cal apparatuses and structural constraints are weighty challenges. Taking the lead
from John Law (Law 2007, 595), understanding curriculum reform could be described
as ‘mess’ and the ‘messy worlds’ we inhabit. Howard Becker remarked writing about
the field of visual sociology in 1979, that it (visual sociology) was ‘a field for people
who could tolerate disorder’ (Becker 1979, 7, cited in Packard 2008, 75). As experi-
enced practitioners would acknowledge, curriculum and pedagogical change too is
more disorder than order. Disorder is very prevalent in curriculum work, as increas-
ingly curriculum is not represented by neat linear printed texts, but is made visible and
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accessed through hypertextual forms. I would argue that curriculum research that uses
visual methods is useful when there is disorder.
Pedagogical documents and the associated curriculum reforms props are not
simply realist artefacts or lifeless documents but examples of ‘texts’ of early twenty-
first century curriculum knowledge. Producing a method that uses the visual and is
applicable to small-scale research is defensible on two accounts. The first is that the
knowledge of teachers and curriculum designers remains central to understanding
reform processes. Second, the research findings suggesting there are a range of
methodological orientations suited to researching classroom and teachers’ work
remain largely ignored. Rob Walker, who has long advocated the role of new technol-
ogies and image-based research, stated a decade ago: 
(d)espite an ethnographic tradition of research which has attempted to challenge these
assumptions, a tradition of action research by teachers, research on teacher planning
which has attempted to reinstate teachers’ understanding of subject knowledge and
recent studies by some feminists and race researchers, the challenge remains. (Walker
1999, 17)
More recent classroom studies such as those conducted by Clarke and colleagues in
large-scale mathematics research indicate that the findings of the seminal classroom
research ‘are seriously skewed’ (Clarke, Keitel, and Shimizu 2006, 15). One way to
overcome the impasse lies in the establishment of conceptually revitalised profes-
sional movement of practitioner and the small-scale which argues an archaeology of
the past and produces new connections and analytical approaches that are sufficiently
responsive to the issues and practices of contemporary curriculum and pedagogical
research.
In the study of inclusive schooling, sustained conversations that focus on curricu-
lum and pedagogy are missing. In Australia, the context that I am most familiar with,
Bill Green has shown the effect of longstanding central imperialism by the large states
of Australia on the curriculum imagination of Australia (Green 2003). The Australian
curriculum characterised by (post)colonial hallmarks and efficiency mantras that drive
in schools ‘instrumentalised vocationalism’ (Green 2003, 129) has served only to
parallel the types of curriculum contestation and hegemony visible in the United
States and North America. Over zealous multiple central reform initiatives disenfran-
chise teachers. Collectively, under these conditions, teachers turn upon the valuing of
curriculum as a topic of professional and public debate and resist by rolling out the
status quo, doubling the disadvantages for students on the margins.
Researchers who seek to work for improved understanding and collapsing of the
hegemony of curriculum will benefit by deepening their engagement with the
possibilities and archaeology of visual methods. The social embeddedness of visual
methods is an accepted part of the field of visual culture. Drawing attention to the
insufficient discussion in education research of our illiteracies, and our stand-off from
reading intertextually, has not only something to do with our preparation as graduate
students. In education, moreover, we have not placed value on how difficult a science
– and I am using the term advisably – education research is as it intermixes with
previously unknown sites. Further, we need to acknowledge how constrained our
thought processes can be.
One of the constant challenges for educational research is the methodological
responsiveness towards the institutional arrangements of curriculum and professional
knowledge, contexts which under the influences of globalised discourses materially
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386  J. Moss
and socially appear in new-found networks. In the companion paper to this pretext,
positioning myself as someone who works for ‘the never ending struggle for social
justice’ (Lather and Smithies 1997, 50) and bringing to the fore through how curricu-
lum works (Gough 1999), I take up aspects of pedagogical renewal and curriculum
change in the State of Victoria through The principles of learning and teaching
(Department of Education and Training, Victoria 2004; Department of Education and
Early Childhood Development 2008). The companion paper is an example of how
simple low-cost methods work towards an understanding of the complexities of
systems issues and it argues the contribution of critical visuality in undoing the
message systems that regulate the codification of curriculum reform, simultaneously
and credibly analysing the practice of teachers.
Notes on contributor
Julianne Moss is Senior Lecturer in education at Melbourne Graduate School of Education,
University of Melbourne, Australia. Her research draws from issues of curriculum and
pedagogy and uses visual methods.
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